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Culture could be employed fruitfully in this project to 'make Italians'. As the supremely Italian art form, opera had an important role to play in bolstering morale and creating a sense of common culture. But while at one end of the critical spectrum Puccini's supporters depicted him as a national idol, at the other his enemies vilified him as the very antithesis of italianita. And as we shall see, the most extreme anti-Puccini rhetoric, which was equally politicised, also hinged upon images of gender, inverting the 'manly' metaphors employed by Puccini's admirers.7
Torrefranca
In an age which witnessed the beginnings of the cult of celebrity and the first widespread use of photography in the mass media, Puccini's personality and physique were subject to as much scrutiny as his music. Critics intent upon 'mythologising' him made such grandiose declarations as: 'man and maestro merge in him in the most perfect harmony'.8 Alas for Puccini, those who were less enamoured of his music also did not hesitate to make their attack personal. The project to promote Puccini as a national hero was checked in 1912 when the Turin-based academic publishing house Fratelli Bocca released a vitriolic monograph entitled Giacomo Puccini e l'opera internazionale.9 Fausto Torrefranca, its twenty-nine-year-old author, made no attempt to disguise his contempt for the composer promoted by Ricordi as Verdi's successor, and widely hailed as such by the press in general since the triumph of Manon Lescaut in 1893. His assessment of Puccini stood in stark contrast to the idolatry of the popular musical press: 'Puccini ... embodies, with the utmost completeness, all the decadence of current Italian music, and represents all its cynical commerciality, all its pitiful impotence and the whole triumphant vogue for internationalism'.10 Nominating himself the only critic In contemporary discourse the nation was frequently depicted as a body, and thus it was only natural that sex, gender and physical appearance should become intimately linked to the question of what it meant to be Italian. Robert Nye comments that, at the turn of the century, 'There emerged a universal conviction that the foundation of a unified, expanding nation was a healthy and prolific populace. Most states maintained public hygiene establishments and statesmen and the public alike became accustomed to analysing symptoms of national strength or weakness from a medical perspective', Robert Nye, ed., Sexuality (Oxford, 1999), 113. Eugenio Checchi, 'Giacomo Puccini e la sua nuova opera', Tanfulla della Domenica, XXXII, 51/18 (Rome, December 1910), 1-2, 1. 9 Fausto Torrefranca, Giacomo Puccini e l'opera internazionale (Turin, 1912). The 133 pages of Torrefranca's assault on Puccini are structured in four sections. The first ('Psicologia dell'opera pucciniana') considers the decadence of Italian opera and of Puccini's personality, while the second ('La vita artistica del Puccini e l'ambiente') is a caustic biographical profile and commentary on Puccini's works to date. The third section ('Puccini uomo di teatro'), examines Puccini's attitudes towards dramatic structure and characterisation. The final section ('Puccini musicista?') assesses Puccini's use of particular musical 'mechanisms' (such as open fifths), and the relationship between his operas and the works of Wagner and Strauss, in order to claim that 'Puccini non e musicista' (79). All translations from Torrefranca's book are my own. 10 Torrefranca, Giacomo Puccini, vii.
courageous enough to stand up to the current artistic climate of vulgarity and insincerity, Torrefranca's book was a call to arms to a dissatisfied generation of young intellectuals. Although familiar to musicologists, Torrefranca's book has not been considered in terms of its wider cultural significance. Yet to read the Puccini monograph simply for its musical observations, as most critics have done, is to neglect the social and political discourses which form a central part of its thesis. As the title indicates, the book's principal preoccupation is Puccini's 'internationalism': Puccini's music 'defames Italian culture abroad because it ... reveals an intellectual wretchedness'.11 But the gendered subtext which underpins Torrefranca's claim that Puccini represents the progressive 'denationalisation' of Italian music has also been ignored.12 For Torrefranca, Puccini was anything but the epitome of masculinity and modernity; rather, he regarded him as emblematic of the most effete and decadent tendencies of the fin de sihcle. In an age of intellectual investigation into sexuality, physiology, and psychology, he drew upon contemporary medical and anthropological discourses in order to depict Puccini as a 'feminised' composer, a label with damaging political implications. Torrefranca launched a series of insults at Puccini -weakness, sickness, intellectual incapacity, lack of originality -all of which centred on the organising notion of the composer's 'effeminacy'. As similar accusations were also attached to other 'outsider' groups, Torrefranca aspired to use gendered references in order to undermine Puccini's status as a 'national' composer. This essay situates Torrefranca's accusations within the context of flourishing fin-de-si~cle Italian debates over gender, race and decadence, issues crucial to the contested question of 'Italianness'. 13 Arthur Groos and Roger Parker comment that 'the book's anti-feminism is laughably extreme'.14 By modern standards perhaps, but it was intended by Torrefranca in all seriousness. I would propose that we ought not to dismiss Torrefranca's rhetoric so swiftly, indicative as it was of deep and widely held concerns about the state of contemporary Italy. While his misogyny and imperialism may seem alien and indeed abhorrent to modern readers, the book's value as a historical document remains undiminished. Torrefranca's obituarists, writing not long after the celebrations to mark Puccini's centenary, played down the significance of the Puccini monograph within his oeuvre, some claiming that the author himself later dismissed it as an ill-judged error of youth.15 But the book's impetuous spirit gave it a rare honesty, with the consequence that it lends a window on to a specific moment in Italian history and on to the ideals of a generation. Torrefranca was no 11 Ibid., viii. 12 Ibid., 24. 13 A good overall survey of the intersection between debates over gender and national identity in fin- isolated extremist. He engaged in topical debates which crossed disciplines and geographical boundaries, and played upon the essentialist neuroses of a society in which any deviation from the 'norm' provoked panic. Thus, in order to further our understanding of how Puccini's works were evaluated in their own time, it is necessary to confront the discomfiting issues which surrounded them.
The new nationalism
Before examining Torrefranca's charges against Puccini in detail it is valuable to consider his ideological standpoint and the intellectual circles in which he moved. Torrefranca's aristocratic origins may have encouraged his opinion that art was for the delectation of the privileged few rather than for the edification or entertainment of the masses, as evidenced by his remark that opera and lieder catered for the taste of 'commoners', whereas absolute music could only be understood by an 'intellectual aristocracy'.'6 The ideal vehicle for his exaltation of high art was the Rivista musicale italiana, Italy's most serious musicological journal, to which he contributed numerous articles and book reviews between 1907 and the mid-1910s. But the fact that he would go on to become music critic for Enrico Corradini's far-right, nationalist newspaper the Idea Nazionale from 1914 to 1915 situates him within a far more militant camp than musicology, the latter tending to maintain an uninterested distance from current affairs. Italy's decision to enter the race for colonial expansion, hitherto an issue which had preoccupied Italians less than the unification of their own country, was signalled by the signing of the Triple Alliance in 1882. Following the humiliating defeat in Abyssinia in 1896, cries for Italy to re-establish the supremacy of earlier golden ages grew even louder. By the first decade of the twentieth century a new brand of bellicose nationalism was fast gaining ground among a disillusioned and increasingly vociferous younger generation hostile to Giolitti's liberal reformist government. In 1910 a formal nationalist movement, the AssociaZione Nazionalista Italiana, was established, while the Idea Nazionale was founded in March of the following year as the mouthpiece of those who believed the national character to be apathetic and weak, corrupted by years of servitude to other countries.'7 Authoritarianism, imperialism, and hostility to democracy and socialism lay at the heart of the new 16 Torrefranca, Giacomo Puccini (see n. 9), 12-13. Where Torrefranca commented explicitly on Puccini's 'effeminate' character, his analysis of the music hinged upon more subliminally feminine imagery. Branding Puccini's music as 'not art but artifice', he implied that it was merely decorative, its emphasis upon surface detail rather than substance marking it as decadent.51 In contrast to the many critics who applauded Puccini for his ability to express honest, authentic feeling, which they constructed as a particularly Italian virtue, Torrefranca depicted Puccini's supposed 'passion' as an act of 'simulation'. If one wanted to put together a synthetic, composite artist, assured of success, he argued, Puccini's music 47 Torrefranca, Giacomo Puccini (see n. 9), 77. Puccini's music was, like a vain  woman, 'dressed up' as something it was not ('cross-dressed' even) were so afraid of the notion of the Doppelgdnger and of being thought 'a mere echo' that they feared mirrors, whereas women were content to receive their opinions 'ready made'.5" Indeed, the theme of the woman contemplating her image in a mirror or pond was a favourite subject offin-de-siicle painters.59 Torrefranca's next charge was childishness. He claimed that in a culture whose men increasingly sought to emulate the minds of small children, 'Puccini remained a baby, never reached manhood'.60 Using infantilism as a stick with which to beat Puccini was the logical extension of Torrefranca's misogyny, for the woman-child association was deeply ingrained in the culture of the fin de slicle. In Italy a widespread intellectual conservatism, influenced by German theories about women's mental inferiority, amalgamated women and children as similarly ingenuous, irresponsible and simple-minded.61 Lombroso and Ferrero provided 'scientific' justification for the subjugation of women by suggesting that their infantile and immoral tendencies could be 'neutralised by piety, maternity, want of passion, sexual coldness, by weakness and an undeveloped intelligence'.62 As mother and child were one and the same, it would have come as no surprise to the book's readers to discover Torrefranca likening Puccini to a 'little mother' who soothes her baby to sleep with a monotonous lullaby of caresses and kisses because she cannot express herself in any more coherent manner.63
References that her foremost composer was a speaker of foreign tongues, diluting Italian culture from within, suggested that, in reality, the nation had no voice of her own.
An amputated art
In much the same way that composers like Chopin were labelled by their contemporaries as 'effeminate' by virtue of the small-scale works they wrote for domestic consumption, Torrefranca drew a connection between Puccini and the 'feminine' genre in which he composed.84 Torrefranca described opera as an incomplete art, void of true content, and the opera composer as nothing more than 'a failed musician, an incomplete artist'.85 Once again, he could not resist the temptation to make mocking reference to Puccini's virility, calling opera the collaboration of 'two impotents', and 'an amputation': surely a barely disguised reworking of the hysterical castration imagery which haunted the painting and literature of the fin de sidcle. 86 For Torrefranca, Puccini's demi-monde heroines mirrored opera's own wantonness.87 Here again is evidence of a selective reading of Wagner; in this instance the claim in Opera and Drama that Italian opera is a harlot, a degenerate woman who gives herself to lovers indiscriminately with no worthier motivation than a desire for money.88 Attacking what most Italians considered to be a proud and glorious tradition, Torrefranca implied that it was shameful that, for centuries, an art form which he considered to be corrupt and emasculated should have represented Italy. For him the opera composer was the result of 'a degeneration of ancestral lineage' -a threat to pure Italian blood -and the public's predilection for opera indicative of a weak and submissive national character.89 Torrefranca exploited images of hazy sexual identities to strike at the heart of a nation which associated opera closely with its sense of self. That jealous foreigners might deride Italian opera as effeminate was perhaps only to be expected, but for an Italian musicologist to do so was alarming indeed. In a pre-emptive strike against possible charges of disloyalty, Torrefranca argued that it was not he but those who listened to and enjoyed opera who were unpatriotic.
What did Torrefranca see as the alternative to opera's stranglehold on Italian musical life? Damning the fact that Italy was 'a nation which still does not know the history of its own music', and arguing that 'the history of Italian music is not the history of opera', Torrefranca sought to create a new national artistic aesthetic the pages in which to discuss a monograph of this kind.107 However, the impressive coverage which Torrefranca's book gained in serious musicological or cultural journals published in Milan, Turin, Rome, and Florence should be regarded as exceptional, particularly given the writer's youth. The chorus of approval which greeted the book from critics such as Mario Ferraguti in Vita musicale and the unsigned reviewer in the Rivista teatrale italiana would appear to substantiate Torrefranca's claim that he was voicing an opinion which others shared but were reluctant to express.10s The monograph attracted praise for its prose style, its incisiveness, and its 'tastily satirical' metaphors.109 Critics who endorsed the book lingered approvingly over its most damning, and most feminising, accusations -Puccini's artificiality, insincerity, monotony, emptiness, laziness, and uniformity. The charge that Puccini was 'not a real musician' found wide support, while Ferraguti borrowed Torrefranca's metaphor of the parasite to argue that Puccini was 'a weakling', 'a woman', because he always hung off someone else's arm rather than offering his own.110
At the opposite end of the critical spectrum, other critics seemed to leap to Puccini's defence. However, close analysis of reviews ostensibly hostile to Torrefranca reveals a greater degree of consensus among critics on both sides than is initially apparent. Ferruccio Vecchi, writing in Il trovatore, ridiculed what he viewed as an exaggerated attack upon Puccini's character and Torrefranca's diatribe against opera per se (an issue on which even some of his supporters felt that he had overstepped the mark).111 However, such comments were a smokescreen: he could find few concrete words of praise for opera's leading contemporary exponent. Significantly, the grandiose declarations about Italian passion and inspiration with which his review closed referred to Verdi, not to Puccini. Even reviewers who were sufficiently hostile to Torrefranca as to dismiss him as a 'pseudo-critic' and 'dilettante' conceded that nobody would attempt to exalt Puccini to the level of a Verdi or a Wagner.112 But Vecchi went further, implicating Puccini in the current trend towards decadence and admitting that his works were frequently far from original. Thus, a review which purported to defend Puccini effectively reinforced many of Torrefranca's accusations.
Likewise, Silvio Benco, writing in II mondo artistico, made much of the fact that although he was personally indifferent to Puccini's music, he felt obliged to shield the composer from an attack of such severity.113 However, any compliments which he hoped to pay were distinctly double-edged. He 'defended' Puccini by arguing that the composer had never expressed aspirations to great art, as was obvious from his setting of works by 'facile' and 'insincere' writers. Moreover, Benco's review accepted all of Torrefranca's basic premises: Italian music's descent from glory, the self-evident inferiority of opera to absolute music, and the noxious influence of uniform 'international' opera. Benco wrote disparagingly of music which pandered to 'men of the lower classes and women' and observed that the real artist did not concern himself with the emotional needs of 'ignorants and little women'. 114 Even those reviews which expressed outraged claims of foul play, then, were nevertheless underpinned by an implicit groundswell of support for Torrefranca's general claims. Critics may have challenged Torrefranca over technicalities, but not one felt able to express wholehearted support for Puccini. The charge of 'effeminacy' struck a chord among reviewers: of those who did not explicitly applaud Torrefranca's assessment, several showed tacit support by reporting the accusation without comment, while others tactfully ignored a sensitive issue. Why Puccini's supporters did not refute Torrefranca by reference to the standard classical images which accompanied popular perceptions of the composer is unclear. Evidently such rhetoric was drowned out by the polemic presented in Torrefranca's book.
It is plausible that Puccini's staunchest advocates felt uneasy about exposing the defensive nature of their own rhetoric. They had attempted to pre-empt negative criticism of his works by turning potential weaknesses into strengths. But the extravagance of their rose-tinted rhetoric exposes the cracks in their claims, and the uniformity of their vocabulary has the result that their defence of Puccini does not quite ring true. Certain themes were established in the very earliest reviews of Puccini's operas, scarcely before he had had an opportunity to prove or consolidate his style, and remained astonishingly constant, suggesting that critics were approaching the works not on the operas' own terms but with an agenda far removed from musical concerns. One might also justifiably claim that the hagiographers were not entirely convinced by their own rhetoric and that the false glitter which Puccini's detractors detected in his operas was reflected in the hollow words of his advocates.
The documents about the reception of Puccini's operas tell several stories. On one level they chronicle the critical fortunes of Italy's foremost composer, but more crucially they recount a bitter struggle to rescue a national identity. Re-reading Torrefranca with an awareness of contemporary social and political polemics reconnects both him and Puccini to their time and provides an opportunity to consider the way in which public figures' reputations are manipulated for ideological ends. Both Torrefranca and the critics at the opposite end of the spectrum dealt not with the real Puccini but with an imagined figure who occupied a space into which they might pour their aspirations and anxieties. Puccini may have been notoriously apolitical, but politics was something from which he could not escape, as operahowever 'decadent' -maintained its position at the heart of discourse about the state of the nation.
